I opened this book knowing nothing about Ida Mann apart from the fact that she had a ward named after her at the Royal Free, and little more about ophthalmology. I finished it having learnt a lot about both, and wanting to know more. With Ida and the Eye Elizabeth Buckley and Dorothy Potter have condensed Ida Mann's 300000-word manuscript into a small book of around 300 pages, covering the first 56 years of her long life. The result is a splendid autobiography.
Ida Mann, ophthalmologist extraordinaire, first female professor at Oxford, was born in 1893. One of the generation of outstanding medical women who grew up in the changed social circumstances created by the First World War, Mann left school at 16 and joined the Post Office Savings Bank, a safe job in the Civil Service until marriage being the height of her parents' ambitions for her. She felt trapped in the stultifyingly boring work of a ledger clerk and records that she 'once saw a young woman go mad at her desk. She was removed and never seen again.' A chance visit with a group of girls from the Savings Bank to the London Hospital in Whitechapel gave her a glimpse of a different life, and instilled in her a burning ambition to do medicine. She enrolled in night classes at Regent Street Polytechnic, graduating brilliantly, and entered the London School of Medicine for Women in October 1914. Never able to confine herself to one activity at a time, Ida Mann rapidly offered her services as assistant at the Fulham Military Hospital, gaining practical experience first with the radiologists and then with the surgeons, while studying for first MB. She went to St Mary's for her clinical training, where she found herself alongside male medical students for the first time. She gives vivid sketches of the clinical years, of which the most memorable are her work in casualty, the portraits of the assorted rather eccentric men who taught her, and her embryological research with JES Frazer, Professor of Anatomy. An account of a spell doing domiciliary midwifery around Gray's Inn Road is entitled 'Midder was not for me', and from her descriptions of home deliveries in that deprived neighbourhood, one can sympathize.
At no stage fazed by the chauvinist male world in which she found herself for most of her working life, Ida Mann appears to have been 'totally accepted as an odd phenomenon, a male mind in a female body ' (her words). The fact that she was remarkably clever and articulate, with a keen sense of humour, undoubtedly helped her career and also accounts for the energy and sparkle with which this book is written. There are too many marvellous passages to cite, but special mention must go to the epic story of her voyage to Australia in 1939 by Imperial Airways flying-boat, a hair-raising trip that smacks of the era of stagecoach travel rather than the 20th century. The journey took a week, and in the course of it she suffered both hypothermia and seasickness amply compensated for by the fact that she was able to arrange a landing on an Indian lake for 15 minutes to meet up with an old friend. The appalling realities of living in central London during the Blitz are recounted in a chapter that is all the more shocking for its matter-of-fact style. Her move to the comparative peace of Oxford, as Reader and later first Professor of Ophthalmology, followed in 1941. Wartime research at Mill Hill for the Ministry of Supply on the effects of chemical warfare agents on the eye put her in contact with the distinguished scientist William Gye, Director of the Imperial Cancer Research Fund, whom she was later to marry, and with whose death the book ends abruptly. We know from the editors' introduction that in the uncut version Mann did continue her story over the succeeding 20 years, during which time she worked in Australia, conducting pioneering field studies that identified trachoma as an important source of blindness among the Aborigines of the Kimberleys, and that her later years until retirement in 1972 were spent advising and lecturing on communicable eye diseases and on the effects of culture and climate on different races. I recommend this book highly. My only quibble is that it is too short, and I particularly regret the omission of most of the first part of the manuscript, containing details of Ida Mann's childhood and early life. She had an exceptional gift for observation, and her writing is extraordinarily 'modern' for someone of her generation. Her account of middle class life ('not upper middle class . .. and certainly not lower middle class. . Our parents voted Liberal') in the years before the First World War would doubtless have been as riveting as the rest of the book. However, perhaps it is always best to finish a work such as this gasping for more? In the 1980s an apparently new phenomenon burst on the scene-myalgic encephalomyelitis (ME)-which was conceptualized by some as 'yuppie flu'. Among the sufferers
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